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Abstract
In recent years ‘Hallyu’, that is ‘the Korean Wave’, has been sweeping across the 
globe.  In  this  essay,  the  term will  serve  almost  exclusively  as  the  synonym to 
‘Korean music’. As every music genre, it has its own fandom, albeit divided in two: 
domestic  and  international.  The  basics  of  fan  culture  are  virtually  similar 
everywhere,  be  it  Europe,  South  America  or  China.  South  Korea,  however, 
generated country’s own fan culture that, in its extremist behavior, is far beyond any 
other fandom. The possessiveness of fans, their oppressive attitude towards idols, 
and the demanding nature of fan circles can all be derived from the deeply rooted 
idea in S. Korea that a public person has no personal life. Fans, especially female 
fans, treat their idols as their possessions, belonging to them and them only, and real 
life relationships of idols are either discouraged or hidden. Whenever caught in the 
lie,  idols  need  to  apologize  for  having  someone  other  than  fans.  This  leads  to 
creating inter-band pairs being the main pillar of existence for many female fans. 
South Korea has the problem of accepting homosexuality and the only area where it 
is fully embraced, is fanfiction writing and ‘pairing’. Fans prefer their idols to have 
romantic relationship between group members more than with some outside girl who 
is  not  them. This  behavior,  although uncomfortable  is  not  the  worst  –  this  area 
belongs to ‘sasaeng’, the extreme, violent and completely out of control group of 
stalkers.  They  are  more  than  just  that,  they  can  enter  idols’  houses,  steal  their 
possessions, take photos, leave bloody letters and chase after idols’ cars. On top of 
that – they are completely out of the ways of lawful punishment. Korean ‘sasaeng’ is 
the epitome of the fan culture’s worst nightmare that broke free.
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1. Tri-Angle: Methodology and Background1
This essay will focus mainly on dynamics happening between idols and their 
fanbase including the notorious and violent subgroup called ‘sasaeng’. The task may 
seem trivial, but this relationship is not as easy and pleasant as it may appear at the 
first glance. To illustrate the dependency of one circle on another, some examples 
will be used, in this case taken directly from the core of fandoms: from official 
websites, fandom community websites (Livejournal), blogs, social media platforms 
(Twitter, Tumblr etc.) and informal interviews with members of certain fandoms. In 
last few years, along with the massive changes in communicating technology, the 
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fandom paradigm changed as well. Despite the fact that fandom culture became one 
of the topics in academics’ research, the majority of it  deals with fans of sports, 
television shows, movies or books. Music fandoms are usually described only as a 
fringe subculture in relation to broadly understood popculture. This essay takes the 
very specific and exclusive music fandom out of the whole popculture basket and 
presents  its  unique  and  distinctive  traits.  Although Korean  pop music  gains  the 
popularity worldwide, the in-depth academic research of this particular area is still 
very rare (Shim, 2013). Most of the academics trying to describe the phenomenon, 
place it in the context of ‘Hallyu’ or ‘Korean Wave’ and popularity as seen from the 
agencies’ perspective or from the specific, geographical perspective of South-East 
Asian countries (Jung & Shim, 2013; Chung, 2013). Little was done to explore and 
explain the uniquely Korean pop fan culture, tightly knit with both artists and their 
agencies.
The definition of fandom, used in this essay, adopts the proposed description of 
the phenomenon as a ‘collective of people organized socially around their shared 
appreciation of a pop culture object or objects.’2 The Korean term ‘sasaeng’ that will 
be often used here comes from the word ‘sasaenghwal’  meaning ‘private life’.3 It 
denotes a person who engages in stalker’s behaviour, invading the private life of a 
certain artist. Second meaning may be derived from the way those people operate – 
through private online profiles (like Daum cafés, which are usually private and one 
needs to be invited to participate). The majority of the fandoms mentioned in this 
article are the communities built around a group (either a girl-group or a boy-group), 
rarely focusing on a solo artist, although such fandoms exist (ie. fandom of Rain, 
Kangta, BoA or Tiger JK). 
This short introduction into the problem does not pay any special attention to 
members of a fandom according to gender, race, age, education level, language and 
nationality  (although  inside  the  fandoms  there  is  a  line  between  fangirls  and 
fanboys).  Additionally,  this  essay does not  present  the history of  modern K-pop 
which beginnings can be traced to Seo Taiji and the Boys’ first single ‘I know’ in 
1992.4 In the last 5 years, Korean pop music has become one of the most distributed 
pop items worldwide;5 however, the dynamics of this distribution and absorption by 
foreign fans is not the main axis here. The reason behind this is simple: ‘sasaengs’ 
are usually local fans, with little of other nationalities.
2. Fantastic Baby: the objectification of an idol  
Korean culture of ‘manufacturing’ artists added largely to the way the idols are 
perceived and treated by the members of the fandom. Virtually every person who 
achieved even slightly  higher status than the rest  of the peers be it  a politician, 
scientist or an artist, ceases to be an enclosed individual. This person belongs now to 
the ‘public  sphere’  and automatically the borders between ‘private’  and ‘public’ 
become blurry. The general audience has the right to scrutinise every step of those 
who are higher on social or cultural ladder. In case of the idols – they become the 
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double  possession:  not  only  are  they  ‘owned’  by  the  agencies,  but  also  by  the 
fandom (hence the ‘triangle’ that forms linking agency-idols-fans). Fans, especially 
Korean fans, find it natural to know everything about their idols, from the shoe size 
to  the  eventual  love  interest.  Fans  follow their  idols  almost  everywhere:  to  the 
airports, dormitories, agency buildings. This level of attachment seems a little over 
the top to the eyes of international fans, but as the saying goes – it can always be 
worse.
As I mentioned earlier, idols are the finished product of their agencies. Agencies 
invest time, resources and people into the extensive search and then training the 
scouted talents with future profit in mind. This is a usual model for all agencies in 
South Korea, both three big players: SM Entertainment, YG and JYP and medium 
sized ones.6 This is why agencies often allow a certain amount of ‘fanservice’ during 
concerts, photoshoots etc. – because the more they deliver what fans want, the higher 
the profit. For some fans, this is not enough. Writing fan fiction (fanfic) is a common 
practice in every fandom and according to Henry Jenkins, there are 10 types of fan 
fictions.7 Not every one of them applies to K-pop because of the nature of the very 
object of the fans’ admiration. In extreme cases, the fantasy created in the fanfic sips 
into the reality and it is not uncommon to find fans (usually teenage girls) believing 
in their fantasy so hard, that the eventual collision with the reality causes shock and 
anger. Such case always happens when the rumours of an idol dating start floating 
around the internet. One of the most ‘heartbreaking and devastating’ events of such 
type was the dating of lead vocalist of a boy-group SHINee – Kim Jonghyeon in 
2010. During one of group’s concerts in October 2010, he had to bow down and ask 
for forgiveness for… being simply in love. The website of an actress he dated, Shin 
Sekyeong, crashed and was shut down. Fans’ reaction was violent – from anger, 
declarations  of  abandoning  the  fandom,  threat  mails  to  some  hysterical  cussing 
through social media and forums. Fans shunned Jonghyeon himself for weeks and 
message boards were full of hate messages. Romance ended after nine months, but 
some fans still harbour a grudge against Kim for betraying… a fellow member of his 
group (not to mention fangirls who celebrated the break-up with joyous and happy 
pictures and animated gifs). SHINee fandom (called ‘Shawols’) does not differ from 
any other, K-pop or not, fandom in inside-group pairings (called OTP: One True 
Pairing).
Those  pairings,  or  ‘ships’  (from  ‘relationship’)  as  they  are  referred  to  in 
fandoms, create the majority of the content of fanfics written by fans, and most of 
them belong to the ‘slash’ category. Every sign of friendship and closeness among 
the members is seen as a sign of ‘burning passion’ inside the group. Sometimes the 
agency knows about those OTPs and plays them during concerts and photoshoots to 
indulge the fans. The latest example is again SHINee. During their 2012 tour, two of 
the members, Kim Jonghyeon and Lee Taemin had a segment called ‘Internet Wars’, 
during which the vocal part was completely obliterated by a stemming erotic tension 
between two singers. This segment, as it is fairly easy to predict, set the fandom (and 
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K-pop oriented  internet)  on  fire.  What  is  more,  it  was easy to  realise  that  this 
performance was a pure fanservice directed by the SM Entertainment agency.
The first half of May 2014, is marked by another crisis, driving a certain fandom 
to  the  brink  of  hysteria.  Others  sneer  at  K-pop  fans  for  not  being  the  most 
emotionally  stable  group  of  fans,  but  this  is  actually  a  common  trait  in  every 
fandom.8 The fandom having the hard time right now is the one devoted to two-
group collective called EXO from SM stables. Fandom was shaken by the news of 
one member filling the lawsuit against the agency for breaking his basic civil laws, 
which may result in his departure.9 The messages flooding Tumblr and Twitter were 
almost hysterical. One user wrote on her Tumblr account: ‘I feel broken’, another 
one wrote (the writing is as in the original post): ‘kris leaving exo hurts more than 
when my ex left me do I have a problem??? exo will never disappoint me like a real 
boy would’. This depicts the level of the emotional investment into a boy-group of 
12. Some fans never forgive and never forget – this is why some concerts of another 
boy-group Super Junior had the (in)famous events called ‘black ocean’ when fans 
turn off their glow-sticks and do not participate in singer’s performance. Even now, 
although this is being heavily suppressed in fandoms, ‘black ocean’ signifies the 
punishment of a band or a singer.
Some fans do not stop only with flooding internet with dissented messages, but 
express their deeply disturbing behaviour in more extreme fashion. The letter below 
was written in menstrual blood and sent to the member of a boy-group 2PM, Ok 
Taek-yeon in 2009.
Translation (of the whole letter) as follows:
‘I dedicate to Taecyeon my period blood letter
Ok Taecyeon, You cannot live without me
Sprinkled with a few strands of my pubes’10
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This quickly became sort of a trend in 2009, because members of other groups 
also received  bloody letters,  namely  Lee  Jun  from MBLAQ and G-Dragon and 
Taeyang from Big Bang. In earlier years, letters written in blood were also sent to 
members of H.O.T, DBSK and Super Junior. The interesting case is that of Lee Jun’s 
(picture below), because the fan who sent the letter demonstrated how to send a 
‘classy’ blood letter. The translation as well as the picture of the letter was retrieved 
from the fansite of MBLAQ (Absolute MBLAQ):
‘ㅋㅋ What up with Ok Taecyeon period letter? If you’re gonna do 
one, at least do it right ㅋㅋ How dirty. Period blood? Act your age 
ㅋ ㅋ ㅋ  Don’t  do that,  but  do it  right.  Do it  right.  Copying  that 
ajumma  who  wrote  that  period  letter.
Lee Chang Sun (Lee Jun’s real name – R.I.) don’t forget me, you 
are everything to me. I love you. Remember that. Soojin’11
Despite the fact those ‘blood letters’ are disturbing and may disgust people, there is 
no actual harm done to the recipient of the letter (except for the mental damage). 
Hate messages on the internet hurt emotionally and probably fans who unleash their 
hatred  in  such  a  way  would  never  say  such  words  in  person.  Fans’  delusions 
regarding their OTPs, as long as they stay in the imagination, are not dangerous. 
Next part of this essay will show that even the menstrual blood is a kindergarten play 
comparing to the actual threat that stalker fans pose.
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3. We Hate All Kinds Of Violence: Fandomination
This part of the essay will serve as the illustration to the problems mentioned 
above. In the second part the mechanism of ownership was explained as one of the 
disturbing trends inside the fandoms. Fans feel  as if  they owned their  idols and 
sometimes the agencies yield to popular demands or trends as expressed through 
various websites and communities. Stalker fans, referred to as ‘sasaeng’, operate in 
the grey area, on the fringe of the law, morality and fandom. They were known 
inside the Korea  for  some time,  but  somehow only after  K-pop garnered stable 
international  fanbase  in  the  mid-2000’s,  they started to  be  seen as  an unhinged 
problem.  ‘Sasaeng fans’  are  usual  (but  not  always,  there  were  accounts  of  30+ 
women) underage girls, which makes it impossible for law to punish them for any 
crime they may commit.
They are not the usual, even the most delusional fans who camp in front of their 
idol’s house, dormitory or agency building. ‘Sasaeng’ can act in packs,  but with 
purely egoistic motives behind it – to get the best shot, to get as close to the idol as 
possible. This results in constant stalking, even installing hidden cameras to monitor 
idol’s  every  move.  Some  of  the  harrassed  artists  post  messages  for  ‘sasaengs’ 
begging to leave them alone, like ie. Zico, member of a boy-group Block B, posted 
this message on his personal Twitter account last year:
Translation as follows:
Please stop the prank calls and SNS messages. I get over 15 prank 
calls a day, and I am truly stressed out from them. If you want to 
hear my voice, please come to our performances. I’m getting tired of 
blocking numbers and changing my phone number.12
Similar  incidents  forced  the  artists  to  delete  their  accounts  on  various  SNS 
platforms.  This,  although being  a  statement,  does  not  solve  the  problem,  since 
‘sasaeng’ fans have no problems obtaining social security number, passport number, 
personal  photos  etc.  To  the  international  fans,  ‘sasaeng’  became  almost  an 
inextricable unity with DBSK group. Pictures from ‘sasaeng’ private cafés started to 
leak into worldwide fandom. Those were, ie. pictures of one member of the group 
sleeping,  pictures  of  belongings  stolen  from  the  rooms,  accounts  of  ‘sasaeng’ 
activity inside the house (like having a shower and using idol’s towel, leaving own 
underwear in idol’s bag).  There was no security they could not breach. What is 
more, along with the popularity of the group, a new taxi service came into play – so 
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called ‘sasaeng taxis’. Those were the taxis offering to pursue the group van at all 
cost, sometimes at 100 km/h speed. The fare was enormous (even around 800$), but 
for the girls chasing the van, the cost was of little importance – only the best picture 
and close contact mattered. In addition, it usually was not just one taxi, according to 
some fan statement (in original writing): ‘I saw Yunho once and I’m not really a fan 
so I just thought, oh, cool, an idol star. But when his car started, there were like, at 
least 15 people who jumped out of their seats and i swear you, 18, friggin 18 TAXI 
CABS started trailing the guy. I felt really sorry for him.’13
In 2006, the whole fandom witnessed the first real attempt on DBSK life. One of 
the members, Yunho, was offered a drink laced with cyanoacrylate (super glue), 
which  caused his  immediate  hospitalisation.  Although the  girl  who has  done  it 
admitted she was an anti-fan of Yunho, she had the ways and means to get inside the 
guarded building, which situates her among other stalkers. One ‘sasaeng’ stole the 
seal to forge marriage papers; others stole the keys to idols’ apartments, hacked the 
cell phones to check how many girl numbers there are. Cassiopeia, the official (and 
the biggest fandom in the world) fanbase of DBSK, does not recognise ‘sasaeng’ as 
fans and for years has maintained ‘anti-sasaeng’ policy. Members of the band have 
been exposed to such abusive behaviour for over 11 years now and yet no legal 
means  have  been  forged  to  prevent  similar  situations.  Only  the  awareness  of 
‘sasaeng’ violent stalker behaviour rose these few past years among the fans. This 
does  not  stop  the  ‘sasaengs’,  there  are  still  reports  of  the  idols  being  groped, 
slapped, pushed, almost kidnapped. Earlier this year, one ‘sasaeng’ broke into the 
dorm of a boy-group EXO and stole one member’s boxers. Later that day, they were 
available  online  to  buy.  There  are  still  reports  of  disrupted family celebrations, 
journeys, hacked accounts etc. And since the study on Korean pop music has just 
begun, one may hope for a more detailed and deeper insight into the problem.
4. Black Paradise: Conclusion
Of course,  positive,  happy fans exist in South Korea.  Fans who support their 
idols by chanting during concerts, sending snacks and celebratory rice, greeting at 
the airports, sharing HQ pictures from fan meetings and concerts with the rest of the 
fandom etc. This essay was not about fandom structure and mechanisms, not even on 
K-pop per se or K-netizens. The main purpose of this short article was to present the 
often  neglected dark side  of  the  Korean pop fandom and maybe to  outline  the 
eventual future research. There are dozens of unanswered questions and eventual 
hypothesis regarding the Korean fandom. For someone who is at the same time on 
the outside and inside the K-pop fandom, it is probably easier to see the dynamics 
from the fans’  point  of  view.  Intricately complicated net  of  relations,  hierarchy, 
metalanguage and rules make more sense when experienced from inside the fandom. 
As a fan, I am experiencing surges of happenings firsthand, but as a researcher, I can 
analyse the mechanism that creates the tension and describe the patterns of reactions 
to them. All this puts me in a very fortunate position as a researcher. I can only hope 
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the studies on Korean popular culture will lead to explaining the unique Korean fan 
culture as well.
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